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James Turnbull was probably Christchurch’s 
best-known and most colourful doctor in the 
second half of the nineteenth century. He had 
one of the largest general practices in the city yet 
was also a long-serving visiting physician at 
Christchurch Hospital and a board member. 
Turnbull was an immensely energetic and active 
public figure, declaring himself ‘a radical to the 
backbone’ in politics. He was twice elected to the 
Canterbury Provincial Council and was a 
member of the Selwyn County Council as well as 
the first president of the Canterbury Medical 
Society and Dean of a proposed medical school 
which never eventuated. 

 

 

 

Yet his colleagues found him maddeningly difficult to work with as he changed his 
mind and his allegiances so suddenly. He strenuously opposed the city’s major 
drainage plan of the 1870s, claiming that sewers would become ‘elongated 
cesspools’, and the project was delayed for over a year. On the Canterbury College 
board of governors he opposed the site on Worcester Street, pushing for a site in 
the Domain, and delayed that project by a year as well. In the struggle for control 
of Christchurch Hospital, he seemed oblivious to the conflict of interest between 
his role as head of the staff and his membership of the board. This so damaged 
his reputation that he largely withdrew from public life in the 1880s except to 
defend medical friends who had made foolish mistakes. 
Well-meaning, impetuous, mercurial, argumentative, talkative, kind-hearted, 
generous, restless, energetic, arrogant, hypocritical, careless with money – 
Turnbull was a bundle of contradictions but he was without doubt one of the 
most interesting and controversial of Christchurch’s early doctors. 
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